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Various practices are followed by shippers to ensure the quality of their
tank car fleets. Many large shippers operate their own tank car mainte-
nance and repair shops and employ tank car engineers to help design new
tank cars and periodically inspect the fabrication and repair shops used to
supply and service the fleet. Some shippers have established their own
criteria and procedures for tank car design, maintenance, and use that
exceed DOT and industry standards; for instance, by routinely testing cars
for structural integrity, using tank cars designed for higher test pressures
than required, and upgrading tank cars to incorporate more safety fea-
tures, such as thicker tank walls and better-protected fittings (personal
communication, Chemical Manufacturers Association).

In addition to ensuring the physical condition of their tank cars, ship-
pers must make sure that tank cars are properly loaded and secured before
each trip. In doing so, the shipper must verify that the tank is filled
correctly (e.g., with sufficient expansion space and within allowable weight
limits) and that valves and other components are properly secured. After
loading the tank car, the shipper may check for leaks by pressurizing the
tank or by leaving it on a siding for several hours before transport to ensure
that fittings, gaskets, rupture discs, and other components do not leak.
Federal regulations do not require the use of specific materials for many
tank components such as gaskets; therefore, shippers are responsible for
selecting materials that are compatible with their products.

Shippers are also responsible for ensuring that tank cars readied for
transport are properly marked, placarded, and accompanied by shipping
papers with emergency response instructions. The shipper chooses the
appropriate placard and hazard description (e.g., flammable liquid) for its
product according to procedures established by DOT. All shippers of
hazardous materials are required to provide a 24-hr telephone number
that can be used by emergency responders to obtain information about the
shipment. Many large shippers have emergency response teams that can be
deployed to tank car incidents at company facilities or in transit. Because
receivers of tank cars are not always familiar with the regulations, shippers
may provide instructions on safe methods for unloading the tank car and
properly securing and placarding it for the return trip.

Railroad Operations of Tank Cars

Railroads move thousands of tank cars between hundreds of different
shippers and receivers each day. Because they own very few tank cars,
railroads depend on shippers to provide equipment that is sound, well
secured, and properly marked and placarded. Railroads are responsible for